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ABSTRACT OF D.M.A. PROJECT

ADAPTING TRADITIONAL KENTUCKY THUMBPICKING REPERTOIRE FOR THE
CLASSICAL GUITAR
During the first half of the twentieth century, a unique style of guitar
playing known as Kentucky thumbpicking was developed by a handful of
musicians in the western coal field region of Kentucky. This guitar tradition was
elevated to national prominence by country guitar virtuoso Merle Travis.
Subsequently, this style became characterized as "Travis Picking."
Kentucky thumbpicking incorporates a steady and muted bass line that
alternates between the root, fifth or third of a chord. The bass is also accentuated
with the use of a thumbpick worn on the right hand. Simultaneously, the index,
occasionally middle and ring fingers, play the harmony and melody on the upper
strings of the guitar in a syncopated rhythm. Thumbpicking is venerated because
of its reverence for individualism and adaptability. One of the primary reasons it
has become so prominent is because of its flexibility; it is able to be adapted to
various types of music.
An historical overview of Kentucky thumbpicking is provided in order to
trace its origins and development as well as explaining the style’s technical traits.
Arrangements of a select few songs from the advent of this style’s development
are transcribed and discussed in order to demonstrate how this repertoire
translates to the classical guitar and guitar playing techniques. Insight from the
perspective of a classically trained guitarist will illustrate how thumbpicking
procedures can be incorporated into the classical guitar repertoire. Thereby
introducing Kentucky thumbpicking to a new audience.
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Introduction
Kentucky thumbpicking is an American guitar style that was developed in the early
twentieth century in Muhlenberg County, Kentucky. 1 This unique style of playing was
elevated to the national spotlight by the virtuosic guitar player Merle Travis (1917-1983).
Travis was born and raised in the Muhlenberg County region and learned the style from
various musicians in the area, the most famous of whom was Mose Rager (1911-1985),
who is considered to be one of the great innovators who helped set new standards for
country guitar playing. 2
Since Travis is responsible for popularizing Kentucky thumb style, it is often referred
to as “Travis picking.” Kentucky thumbpicking is a solo form of guitar playing where a
consistent bass line is maintained with the thumb of the right hand in alternation with the
index, middle, and ring fingers playing the harmonic structure and a syncopated melody
on the top strings. With its consistent bass against a syncopated melodic line, it is
reminiscent of ragtime piano. The style also has roots in blues and parlor guitar styles of
the nineteenth century. While similar styles of guitar playing can be found in different
parts of the United States, Kentucky thumbpicking was the first solo guitar style to utilize
a thumbpick worn on the right hand to accentuate the bass. This distinct feature of the
style was an extraordinary development in the history of country guitar playing. 3

1

Muhlenberg County is located in western Kentucky.
Charles K. Wolfe, Kentucky Country: Folk and Country Music of Kentucky, (Lexington, KY:
University Press of Kentucky, 1982), 96-97.
3
William E. Lightfoot, "A Regional Musical Style: The Legacy of Arnold Shultz," in Sense of Place:
American Regional Cultures, ed. Barbara Allen and Thomas J. Schlereth (Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 1990), 121.
2

1

Figure 1: Map of Kentucky with Muhlenberg County highlighted. 4

This document serves as an introduction to the history of Kentucky Thumbpicking by
identifying the key players that help in the early development of the genre. Only crucial
guitarists from the Muhlenberg County region who contributed unique stylistic traits to
thumbpicking will be addressed. The time period that is concentrated on spans the first
half of the twentieth century, from the time thumbpicking began to be developed (1920s)
until Merle Travis began recording the music he learned in the region in the 1950s and
1960s. Historical accounts of the development of Kentucky thumbpicking can be found
in articles and books by scholars such as Boddy Anderson, William E. Lightfoot, Erika
Brady, and Joe Wilson. The work of these authors are cited to help navigate the early
evolution of Kentucky thumbpicking.
The transcriptions for this document are limited to songs that where composed or
arranged in the thumbpicking style during the 1930s by players in the Muhlenberg
County region. The adaptions of these works are transcribed from the first sound
recording that where made of them by guitarist Merle Travis in the 1950s and 1960s.

4

Map provided by https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/File:Muhlenberg_County_svg.png.
Accessed April 7, 2015.

2

Several guitarists, such as Marcel Dadi and Thom Bresh 5 have published instructional
videos that include arrangements of thumbpick repertoire in tablature. These tablature
editions are meant to be performed on the steel string guitar and offer interpretations of
traditional thumbpicking repertoire that illustrates their personal styles. Editorial errors
such as wrong notes can be found throughout these publications. The transcriptions
found in this document are the first adaptations of traditional Kentucky thumbpicking
repertoire for performance on the classical guitar. The original contribution of this
document is to demonstrate the translation of this folk tradition to the classical
instrument.

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015

5

Thom Bresh is the son of Merle Travis.

3

1. What is Kentucky Thumbpicking
Kentucky thumbpicking is a folk tradition that was derived from two main
sources: Alice DeArmond Jones (1863-1945), a woman who was educated in the
traditions of the nineteenth century parlor guitar styles and an itinerant African-American
musician named Arnold Shultz (1886-1931). 6 Exhibiting similar qualities to other finger
styles of guitar playing, Kentucky thumbpicking can be defined by six unique
characteristics according to William E. Lightfoot. These six characteristics include: a
pulsating bass line that alternates between the root and fifth of chord and is accented
with the use of a thumbpick; a steady and light afterbeat providing the harmonic
foundation that has pizzicato timbre (the “choke”); playful syncopated melody line; a
muted bass line that is created by dampening the bass strings of the guitar with the palm
of the right hand; a repertoire of regional “lick” and ornamental figures; the ability to
adapt the techniques to a wide range of musical genres. 7 These six characteristic are at
the foundation of the thumbpicking style. Further, it is important to note that
thumbpicking is usually performed on a steel string acoustic or electric guitar. When
performing on an electric guitar, thumbpickers will most likely play a hollow-body
electric guitar. There are also a variety of thumbpicks on the market to select from. Most
players will use thumbpicks made by Fred Kelly and custom shape their picks with a nail
file in order to achieve the desired point of contact with the strings and to acquire the best
timbre. 8 Several great guitarists in Muhlenberg County added to the style’s development

Joe Wilson, liner notes, for Eddie Pennington, Walks the Strings and Even Sings, (Washington,
DC: Smithsonian Folkways Records, 2004), 9.
7
Lightfoot, "A Regional Musical Style,” 122-123.
8
For more information on the variety of thumbpicks visit http://fredkellypicks.com/. Accessed
May 28, 2015.
6

4

in the 1920s and 1930s. Each contributed their own innovations and personalities before
passing it down to other players.
It has been speculated that geographical and cultural elements of the western coal
field region contributed to the development of the thumbpicking guitar. As stated by
Lightfoot,
Slavery led to the large population of blacks in the region and to the
subsequent formation of tightly knit black families and communities. The
Green River facilitated the introduction to the region of a wide variety of
musical styles and helped in both the assimilation and dissemination of
Shultz's music. The coal mines enhanced cultural exchange between
blacks and whites and, by not operating, provided numerous opportunities
for musical interaction. 9
It is believed that the Green River, which passes through Muhlenberg County, not only
exported coal but also imported various music influences into the region. Coal mining
was the primary means of employment in the area. It offered a chance for cross cultural
pollination of musical styles between white and black musicians who worked together in
the mines. During the Great Depression, coal mining work was infrequent. The sporadic
nature of work caused miners to bring portable instruments, such as guitars, to entertain
one another. It was during these work stoppages that musicians had the opportunity to
hone their skills and teach others. Indeed, so many great musicians have come from
Muhlenberg County that various spectators have commented that “there must be
something in the water there.”

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015
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Ibid, 137.

5

2. The Mother: Alice DeArmond Jones (1863-1945)
The origins of the Kentucky thumbpicking style has its roots in the parlor guitar
styles that were popular in nineteenth century America. Parlor guitars were fashionable
due to the availability of mail order instruments from companies, such as Montgomery
Ward and Sears, Roebuck and Company. As guitar production increased, guitar method
books were written to supply the masses with teaching materials and sheet music to
perform. Most of these parlor method books were adaptations of the nineteenth-century
European classical guitar tradition which offered an autodidactic approach to learning the
guitar at home. With the surge of available, affordable guitars and the widespread
distribution of teaching materials, the parlor guitar movement became widespread in
America in the mid-to-late nineteenth century. Young woman were at the forefront of
this trend because they were encouraged to learn to play an instrument, such as the guitar,
as part of a well-rounded education and to entertain guests in the parlor. 10
Kennedy Jones (1900-1990) is recognized for creating the Kentucky
thumbpicking style. 11 However, Jones credits his mother, Alice DeArmond Jones for the
style’s development. Specifically, Jones attributes the rolling thumb and finger style of
guitar playing to his mother.
Alice DeArmond Jones was born in 1863 near Dunmore, Kentucky. 12 She
married Charles Peyton Jones in 1881 and had thirteen children, of which Kennedy was
the tenth. Because Alice was a young lady during the height of the parlor guitar
movement, it is believed that she learned to play fingerstyle from the parlor guitar

Candace Bailey. Music and the southern belle from accomplished lady to Confederate composer
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2010), 14-18.
11
Bobby Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, (Beechmont, KY: Muhlbut Press, 1993), 9.
12
Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, 3.
10

6

method books. In a 1982 interview with Mike Seeger, Kennedy Jones stated, “I got all
my music from my mother. She played all string instruments. Guitar. Banjo. Fiddle.
Mandolin.” 13 This illustrates that not only was Alice educated in the parlor guitar style,
but that the techniques she learned from other stringed instruments might have influenced
the playing style that she taught her son.
Kennedy also said that the DeArmond side of his family was musically inclined.
“All of her [Alice’s] family were musicians. Fiddlers. Guitar Players. I got all of my
talent from my mother.” 14 He goes on to declare,
She had ‘em hangin’ on the wall, you know. Fiddle hangin’ here, guitar
hangin’ there. Five string banjo. She played ‘em all. When I got up to be,
I guess about eight, I started getting’ ‘em down and pickin’ on ‘em.
Playin’ a little bit of everything. When I got to be twelve years old, I got to
be pretty good. And they’d come after me to play for their old time square
dances. I’d go out and play for a square dance. They’d come and my
mother’d say, ‘Now look. I want you to bring him home when he gets
done playin’— and don’t give him anything to drink. I don’t want him to
drink. Just pay him for the dance.’ They’d pay me. Pay me for playin’ for
the dance. So I did that on and on and on.” 15
Kennedy always insisted that his mother was integral in his musical development and that
she initially taught him how to play fingerstyle guitar.

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015

Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, 1.
Ibid, 2.
15
Ibid.
13
14

7

3. The Mythology of Arnold Shultz (1886-1931)
The most romantic tale told about the origins of Kentucky thumbpicking is about
a man named Arnold Shultz. Shultz was a peripatetic black musician whose musical
talents and reputation grew due to his seasonal disappearances from the Western
Kentucky coal field region. Shultz, born in Ohio County, Kentucky in 1886 has been
referred to by many as the greatest guitar picker of his time and one of the most important
influences on the development of country music. 16
Shultz, like Jones, was born into a musical family and was a talented musician at
a young age. Not much is known of Shultz’s life, but he was skilled at several
instruments such as fiddle, banjo, mandolin, and piano. At the age of fourteen Shultz
received his first guitar as a gift from his half-brother, who worked as a musician on the
riverboats. Shultz was quick to absorb blues, gospel, rags and other black folk music
traditions. Occasionally, he would work in the coal mines but often he used his musical
talents to seek employment as a musician on riverboats passing through on the Ohio
River. Since Shultz journeyed by way of riverboat, he was able to integrate the various
musical styles experienced during his travels into his playing. It is thought that he may
even have been influenced by the music of New Orleans. 17 One account of Shultz’s
adventures are best expressed by John Hartford in email communication with Dr. Erika
Brady:
In the fall of the year (Arnold) would take his guitar one morning, and
simply walk out of the hose and into the woods and sit down on a stump
and play. After a little spell of that he would pick up and move on out into
the forest where he would find a stump or somewhere else to sit and repeat
the performance. Thus, if you were his family on the porch of the house
you could hear him disappearing out through the woods with his music.
16
17

Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, 4.
Lightfoot, "A Regional Musical Style,” 133.

8

And when he figured he was out of earshot he’d keep going and catch the
local gas packet or some form of water transportation down Green River
and up to Evansville where he could get deck passage on one of the Ohio
boats. . .
He would winter in New Orleans and I’m sure he played music on
the street, and of course this was the day of Jelly Roll Morton and his
tremendous influence on all who heard him, and I’m sure Arnold spent not
a small amount of time listening to music through a whorehouse window.
Jelly Roll pioneered passing chords in ragtime, and you know Arnold
could hear this and worked out the chords and their voicings on the guitar
to expand the harmonies of what he was playing on the street.
Then come spring he would find a northbound boat, connect up the
river to Evansville and thence up Green River and come home through the
woods stopping every once in a while to play some tunes (with passing
chords) in to the breeze. Some fine morning the ladies on the porch look
up and listen and one will say ‘I think I hear Arnold, away far away and
faint but I believe that’s him and he’ll be home soon.’ And Arnold would
play his way back to the house and home for the summer. 18
Shultz sought a warmer climate during the winter months travelling to New Orleans
where he absorbed the musical stylings of the French Quarter and subsequently brought
that influence back to Western Kentucky. Many attribute Shultz with bringing a
sophisticated chordal vernacular to the thumbpicking style by means of chromatic
alterations and passing chords. 19 This unique chording style is simply non-diatonic
chords that bridge the space between diatonic chords. It is believed that Kennedy Jones,
in his encounters with Shultz, was receptive to these chromatic chords and that they
influenced his own playing style.

18

Erika Brady, “Contested Origins: Arnold Shultz and the Music of Western Kentucky," in Hidden
in the Mix: The African American Presence in Country Music (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013),
100-101.
19
A passing chord is defined as a non-diatonic chord that connects, or passes between, the notes
of two diatonic chords (e.g., C-[C♯-D-D♯-] E). Keith Wyatt and Carl Schroeder, Hal Leonard Pocket Music
Theory: [A Comprehensive and Convenient Source for all Musicians] (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard Corp,
1998), 144.

9

Because little is known of Shultz’s life, speculation has fostered the local folklore
of his musical prowess. Dr. Erika Brady makes the comparison of Shultz’s legend to the
well-known lore of Robert Johnson who is said to have sold his soul to the devil at the
crossroads in exchange for an exceptional musical talent. According to Brady,
The scenario embodies elements of mysterious absence, then
reappearance, of a hero magically transformed; an epic quest to capture a
rare gift, and a triumphant return to share it with those who stayed at
home. If it lacks the dark occult edge of Johnson’s supposed diabolical
deal-making, it offers the possibility of the mildly transgressive (Shultz
leaning in the whorehouse window, neither musical participant nor client)
and the charm of a trip by water, so appealing to the writer Hartford that
he practically charts out the itinerary. 20
Even though Shultz’s death was actually caused by a mitral lesion, the regional lore holds
that he was poisoned with bad whiskey by white musicians who were jealous of his
immense musical talent. 21
Investigations into the life of Arnold Shultz began in the 1960s as bluegrass
scholars and fans began to investigate the influence that Shultz had on Bill Monroe, the
“father of Bluegrass.” Monroe is known to have developed the bluegrass sound in Ohio
County, Kentucky, in close proximity to Muhlenberg County where thumbpicking guitar
was born. It is fascinating that two distinct and influential styles of American music were
developed in such close proximity with a common link in Arnold Shultz. Shultz’s
alleged role is that he originated the thumbpicking style and passed it on to Kennedy
Jones and the next generation of white players. However, there is an ongoing debate
about the true origins of the thumbpicking style. Scholars and thumbpicking aficionados
debate that the "black" sound found in the music must have come from Shultz while

20
21

Brady, “Contested Origins,”101.
Ibid, 102.

10

others believe that the style is more deeply rooted in the traditions of the parlor guitar
styles. Kennedy Jones himself insists that he learned the style directly from his mother.
He also states that he did not meet Shultz until he was twenty years old, at which time he
had already developed a distinct style of his own. According to Historian Bobby
Anderson,
There is a legend which persist today, one that will perhaps never die, that
Arnold Shultz was the originator of the sound known as the “Merle Travis
Guitar Style.”
But the man, Kennedy Jones, to whom all credit has been given by
the guitar legends of our day, dispels this legend. His words are not a
dispute or a contradiction; they simply state a fact, a fact as only Kennedy
Jones would have known it. In brief, that truth is that Jones learned the
thumb and finger roll type of picking from his mother. To this, he added
his own innovations before passing the style on to Mose Rager and others.
As for Arnold Shultz, Jones clarifies any misconception by noting that he
was twenty years old when he first saw Shultz and that he had already
been playing this style of guitar for at least twelve years when he first met
Shultz. He did not, he emphasized, learn his thumbpicking style from
Arnold Shultz. Their styles— both exceptional—were quite different.
Yet, Kennedy Jones was always the first to praise Arnold Shultz as
a great guitar player. 22
Kennedy Jones stated that the style originated with his mother. In addition, he
praised Arnold for his musical skills. Therefore, Shultz must have had a great impact on
Jones even though he was not Jones’s primary influence.
Many accounts claim that Shultz did not play with a thumbpick though he was
known to perform utilizing several different techniques, such as Hawaiian style (with a
knife for a slide) and flat-picking. According to Mose Rager:
I never got to see old Arnold Shultz, but I’d given anything to see him and
hear him play. I’ve heard Kennedy Jones talk about him. But I thought
Arnold was one of the first thumbpickers, but Kennedy said Arnold didn’t
play with a thumbpick. Said he used a straight pick [flat-pick]. I heard a

22

Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, 4-5.

11

fellow say that Kennedy Jones told him that. . . In fact, he didn’t play with
a thumbpick at all, they said. 23
The use of the thumbpick was an innovation later developed by Kennedy Jones. Shultz’s
greatest contributions to the style were his sophisticated harmonies and the use of passing
chords to create a rich harmonic palette, traits that were absorbed by Kennedy Jones who
then passed the style to other guitarists, such as Mose Rager.
Because there are no recordings of Shultz and there are no living persons who
may have heard him play it is difficult to ascertain the scope of Shultz’s influence,
nevertheless, it is generally accepted that thumbpicking’s sophisticated chordal dialect is
attributed to Shultz. His importation of musical influences from the ragtime and jazz
heard in New Orleans was an important factor in the evolution of thumbpicking.

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015
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William E. Lightfoot, "Mose Rager of Muhlenberg County: 'Hey, c'mon bud, play me a good
rag,'" Adena 4 (1976): 18-19.

12

4. The Father: Kennedy Jones (1900-1990)
Kennedy Jones is the man who is credited with incorporating his early influences
to create what is known today as Kentucky thumbpicking. Jones, born in 1900 in
Muhlenberg County, Kentucky, was the last of the legendary thumbpickers to die (in
1990). After incorporating some of his own innovations, Kennedy is believed to have
later combined the techniques that he learned from his mother with the sophisticated
harmonic vernacular of Arnold Shultz. Jones was the first person to play a six string
guitar with a thumbpick. This was a revolutionary step in the development of
thumbpicking. In a 1982 interview with Mike Seeger, Jones tells the story of how he
developed this innovation when he was eighteen years old. One night in 1918, Jones was
performing for a square dance where he played so hard that he wore a blister on his
thumb. The blister was so painful that he was incapable of playing the guitar the next
day. As Jones states,
I went down to Central City… and went to a music store down there. They
had the picks settin’ out on the counter. I saw them settin’ there and I took
one and tried it on. I said to the man that owned the place, ‘how much do
you get for these picks?’ He said, ‘I’ll sell you three for a quarter, or I’ll
sell you the whole box for a dollar thirty-five.’ I said, ‘let me have one of
your guitars up there.’ He said, ‘no, no, that pick wasn’t made to play a six
string guitar.’ I said, ‘I know, I know; I’m just gonna try something. Hand
me down a guitar. I’m not gonna run off with it!’ So he handed it down to
me and I started pickin’ with it . . . just a thumb and finger- that’s all I
used. I couldn’t do a good job with it to start with, but it gave me a good
idea that I could. I bought the whole box, turned the box up, and filled my
pockets full with ‘em. I started pickin’ and oh, in about a week or two, I
was really rockin’. Oh, I could just do it, and it would talk. 24
Originally, the thumbpick was made to be used on the Hawaiian guitar: a type of
guitar that lays flat on the performer’s lap. Hawaiian music experienced a wave a

24

Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, 11-12.

13

popularity in the early twentieth century. 25 Several innovations resulted from the
Hawaiian music craze, such as the D-shaped thumbpick and the electric guitar. Jones and
the unidentified store owner knew the original purpose of the thumbpick but Jones was
simply seeking a means of saving his thumb from blistering. This one trivial event lead
to the standard of country guitar playing technique in the following decades. Jones’s
other contributions to history were as a teacher and mentor to the countless people who
saw him perform. The most important of his disciples were Mose Rager and Ike
Everly. 26 He also wrote several instrumentals that are still performed by thumbpickers all
around the world. The most famous of his compositions are Cannonball Rag and Guitar
Rag. While Merle Travis is often credited for these works because he was the first to
record them, they are believed to be authored by Jones. 27

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015

25

Brookes, Tim. Guitar: An American Life, (New York: Grove Press, 2005), 57-58.

26

Ike Everly is the father of Phillip and Donald Everly from the successful musical act the Everly

Brothers.

27

Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, 13.
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5. The Link: Mose Rager (1911-1985)
Mose Rager is the link in the chain of influence between Arnold Shultz and
Kennedy Jones to Merle Travis. Rager was a very talented musician who adopted the
thumbpicking style after his first encounter with Kennedy Jones. Considered one of
country music’s most influential guitarists, Rager’s legacy still lives on as the mentor to
the young and aspiring thumbpicker Merle Travis.
Mose Rager was born in Ohio County, Kentucky in 1911. Having grown up in a
musical family, Mose learned to play guitar and banjo at an early age. His early
influences included his father and sister, but the defining event that inspired his guitar
style was meeting Kennedy Jones at age fourteen. Even so, local lore praises Rager for
creating the style that he passed on to Merle Travis. Rager directly credits Kennedy
Jones (and indirectly Arnold Shultz) as the source of his inspiration. In an interview with
William E. Lightfoot, Rager states:
Really, you know, my dad, he always played that thumb pick, that thumb
style, you know, not the thumbpick. The first guy I ever saw play the
thumbpick style was Kennedy Jones, and that was after I got up to about
twelve of fourteen years old. I’d go down to Cleaton (three miles south of
Central City) and hear the best guitar picker in the country, named
Kennedy Jones. And he was the first guy that I ever saw play with a
thumbpick. And so I just went crazy about the kind of pickin’. He’d go
way down on the neck (i.e. play chords out of first position), you know,
and he could pick a tune out on the guitar and it’d sound like two guitars
playin’ (laughs). . . He played that old song, Tuck Me to Sleep in My Old
Kentucky Home. 28
Mose Rager also performed regularly at local dances with his friends Ike Everly (19081975) and Lester “Plucker” English. Like most men in Muhlenberg County in the early
twentieth century, Rager worked in the mines, but by the early 1940s he left home to
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Lightfoot, "Mose Rager of Muhlenberg County,” 9-10.
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make a living playing music. Some of his most prominent gigs were performing with
Grandpa Jones at the Grand Ole Opry in the late 1940s. After his professional music
career, Rager moved back to Drakesboro, Kentucky and worked as a barber until his
death in 1985. 29
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6. Merle Travis (1917-1983)
Rager’s most famous pupil was Merle Travis, the man who brought Kentucky
thumbpicking to the national spotlight. If not for Travis, few people would have heard
the sounds of thumbpicking guitar outside of Muhlenberg County. Travis was one of
country music’s first renaissance men. Not only was he a virtuosic guitarist and
songwriter, but he was also an accomplished watchmaker, cartoonist, actor, writer, and is
even believed to be the man who sketched out the plans for the first solid body electric
guitar. 30 His playing style directly influenced legendary guitarist Chet Atkins: an
individual who is often considered one of the vital guitarists of the twentieth century.
According to Dr. Erika Brady:
A partial list of those acknowledging Travis’s influence includes such
diverse talents as Scotty Moore, Jerry Reed, Doc Watson, Lenny Breau,
Marcel Dadi, and Albert Lee, as well as scores of unsung session and side
musicians who have left their stamp on country, rock, and pop music. Like
Charlie Christian in jazz, early thumb style musicians in these genres
powered the emergence of the guitar as a lead instrument in commercial
recording. 31
Merle Travis was born in 1917 in the town of Rosewood, which is in southern
Muhlenberg County. It was evident that Travis was musically gifted at an early age and
he began to learn to play on a guitar his older brother Taylor built. He quickly absorbed
the guitar styles that were prevalent in Muhlenberg County. In the early 1930s, Travis
began to learn the thumbpicking style from Ike Everly and Mose Rager. In an interview
with William E. Lightfoot, Rager recalls his first encounters with the young Travis.
Well now, the first time that I ever remember seein’ Merle was when me
and Ike Everly went over here to Beech Creek to a fellow named Ernest
Bowers’ house. . . Merle was just a kid. And he made a few chords on the
guitar that night. He sat there and listened to me and Ike play, and we
30
31
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played the guitar I don’t know how long, you know. . . That was the first
time I remember seein’ Merle…That was back, let’s see, that was back
during the Thirties it seems like. . . maybe 1928 or 1929, it seems like to
me. . . And from then on, old Merle, he’d try and make rounds [laughs].
And anywhere I’d go play around, he’d try and be there. Maybe I’d be
comin’ in somewhere- I’d have my old guitar under my arm – and
Travis’d be right behind me. . . Yes sometimes I’d make a chord, and he’d
say, ‘Let’s see you do that again’ [laughs]. And that’s how Travis got to
listenin’ to me, and that’s when he was trying to get a few chords off of
me, and started playin’. And I declare, I thought he made a good ‘un
myself. . . So, Merle just had a lot of talent. Didn’t take him long to grab
everything I had and more besides [laughs].” 32
Learning by watching and listening to more advanced players was the primary means of
transmitting the thumbpicking style from player to player. It was also the responsibility
of every player to impart their own personality into their playing thereby adding to the
style, not just merely imitating. Rager once said of Travis, “I didn’t learn him everything
he knows. He just cleaned it up himself a little and made it perfect.” 33
Travis performed on radio stations WLS in Chicago and WLW in Cincinnati in
the late 1930s with a variety of bands. His career was put on hold during World War II
when he served in the Marine Corps. After the war, Travis moved to Hollywood to
pursue his music career in the then thriving west coast country music scene. In 1946, he
signed with Capitol Records and released his first album as a solo artist in 1947. This
album, Folk Songs of the Hills, contains some of Travis’s biggest hits including Nine
Pound Hammer, Sixteen Tons, and Dark as a Dungeon, all of which are songs who’s
lyrics explore the difficulties of mining coal. In 1956, Travis’s first solo guitar album,
The Merle Travis Guitar, was released and featured several songs that he learned from
his mentors in Muhlenberg County. According to Charles Wolfe:

32
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By the 1950’s Merle was comfortably settled into the west coast music
scene, appearing routinely on radio and television. Meanwhile guitarists
like Chet Atkins and Doc Watson, who had heard Travis throughout the
years and modeled their styles on his, were popularizing the style even
more. 34
Travis was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1977 and is presently
considered one of the most influential guitarists of the twentieth century.
Even though Travis didn't invent the Kentucky thumbpicking style, he was
responsible for bringing it out of the coal fields to national prominence. In response to
his enormous influence on country guitar playing, Kentucky thumbpicking is often
referred to as “Travis picking.” Travis never sought credit for creating the thumbpicking
style because he was known to be a shy and very modest man. Travis often suggested
naming the thumbpicking style “Rager picking” after his mentor, Mose Rager. 35 Travis
had a wide range of influence over the development of popular guitar playing styles. He
was a virtuosic guitar player who was able to combine all the essential elements of
thumbpicking with his witty sense of humor. The combination of these influences gave
the style a wide appeal and assisted in disseminating the thumbpicking sound across the
entire nation.
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7. Thumbpicking Heritage: Conclusion
In order to recognize their proud musical heritage, the city of Drakesboro
constructed the four legends fountain to honor the pioneers of Kentucky thumbpicking in
1992. The Four Legends that are honored by the fountain are Kennedy Jones, Mose
Rager, Ike Everly, and Merle Travis.
Figure 2: Four Legends Fountain. Drakesboro, Kentucky. 36

Because all four men have close ties to Drakesboro, the streets of the city bear the names
of the great guitar players from the area and annual celebrations are held to commemorate

36

Picture of the Four Legends Fountain provided by http://institute193.org/carey-gough.
Accessed April 8, 2015.

20

all of the great thumbpickers that hail from the Muhlenberg region. Certain days are
designated to celebrate the memory of past thumbpickers (these include Merle Travis
Day, Odell Martin Day, Mose Rager Day, the Four Legends Jamboree) and each Friday
night there is the “Picking in the Park” event held at Paradise Park, in Powderly,
Kentucky. In 1998, the National Thumbpickers Hall of Fame was founded in
Muhlenberg County with a mission statement designed to honor, preserve, and promote
the art and heritage of thumbpicking. Every year at the Merle Travis Music Center in
Powderly, the National Thumbpickers Hall of Fame hosts The International Home of the
Legends Championship, a competition for thumbpickers around the world to showcase
their extraordinary abilities. The competition consists of three divisions: traditional
thumbpicking, contemporary thumbpicking, and a junior division for contestants under
the age of seventeen. Within these categories, participants compete with their own
arrangements and interpretations of thumbpicking tunes. When defining what constitutes
traditional thumbpicking repertoire, the National Thumbpickers Hall of Fame states:
Contestants in this category will be required to perform tunes which
demonstrate thumbpicking in a traditional manner, such as any Merle
Travis, or early Chet Atkins tunes. The Traditional Category focuses on
traditional arrangements/songs played in a traditional manner. The best
explanation for this is if a contestant plays a tune such as “Cannonball
Rag” in a style similar to Merle Travis, it will score higher than if it was
played equally as well but in the style of Tommy Emmanuel, which would
then make it more of a contemporary style of playing. Contestants are
required to play tunes which use a steady and alternating bass pattern with
their thumb. This may be performed utilizing a thumb pick, or bare thumb.
Finger picks may be used. No flat picks are allowed. Judging will be on
traditional thumbpicking ability, arrangement, rhythm and timing, tone
quality, overall performance, and tuning. 37
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This criteria illustrates some of the requirements for a tune to be considered traditional
thumbpicking. Moreover, the criteria that the traditional thumbpicking songs are those
that were performed by Merle Travis or Chet Atkins in the early years of his performance
career. The arrangement performed by the competitors should also meet the criteria of a
traditional arrangement, namely the utilization of an alternating bass line that is played
with the thumb. The International Home of the Legends Championship guidelines are
broad, but they do give valuable insight into what is consider to be traditional
thumbpicking style. In order to adapt repertoire that is considered traditional
thumbpicking, a performer must observe: the origins of the tune’s arrangement or
composition, the presence of an alternating bass line and play in the style of Merle
Travis, a style which is defined by the six characteristics of thumbpicking.

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015

22

8. Adaptations for the Classical Guitar
Throughout the history of the guitar, performers and composers sought to expand
the repertoire of the instrument. Aside from composing new pieces for the guitar, there
has been a long-standing tradition of adapting repertoire not only from other genres or
styles, but also from different instruments altogether. The precedent of transcribing and
arranging works for the classical guitar was first established in the mid-nineteenth
century. By the latter half of the nineteenth century, Francisco Tárrega became a strong
advocate of arranging the works of the great composers such as Bach, Beethoven,
Chopin, and others for solo guitar. In fact, some of the classical guitar’s most beloved
Spanish pieces are transcriptions of piano works by Isaac Albéniz and Enrique Granados.
This tradition continued into the twentieth century when Andres Segovia began his
transcriptions of J.S. Bach’s music for guitar in the late 1920s. J.S. Bach’s compositions
offer a prime example of transcriptions for the modern classical guitar because the
guitar’s most cherished works are from the Bach lute suites. Emilio Pujol similarly
helped to expand the guitar’s repertoire by transcribing the works of the sixteenth-century
vihuelists Milan, Narváez, and Mudarra for performance on the classical guitar.
Arranging music from various sources continues to be a tradition in the guitar
field. One of the richest sources of inspiration for arrangers comes from the folk music
of one’s own country. Examples of the practice of arranging folk songs for the classical
guitar range from Miguel Llobet’s Diez canciones populares catalanas (1899–1918), to
Grammy-Award winning performer David Russell’s Message from the Sea: Celtic Music
for Guitar (1998). The primary objective of the following arrangements is not to
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overshadow or replace the rich tradition of Kentucky thumbpicking but rather to
introduce this musical heritage to a whole new audience.
When arranging this unique and virtuosic style to suit a different instrument,
several considerations must first be addressed. Kentucky Thumbpicking is generally
performed on a steel string acoustic or electric guitar, both of which have different
physical dimensions and sound properties than the modern classical guitar. For instance,
when comparing a steel string acoustic to a classical guitar the first thing that one notices
is the different materials that make up the strings. Modern classical guitars use nylon
string while acoustic guitars use steel string. Another difference is the dimensions of the
instruments. Steel string acoustics generally have a larger body to allow for additional
bracing to support the extra tension exerted by the steel strings while classical guitar
bodies are generally smaller. Because of this difference in size, each guitar requires a
different sitting position in order to make playing the instrument more comfortable.
Other considerations that will be dealt with mainly consist of different techniques
regarding the left and right hands. The diagram below illustrates the nomenclature that
will be used when discussing the performer’s hands.
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Figure 3: Diagram of the Left-hand and Right-hand fingerings for the guitar. 38
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9. Sitting Position
The goal of every performer is to find the correct placement of the instrument in
order to ensure comfort and ease while releasing any excess tension that may be caused
by holding the instrument inefficiently. Classical players generally use a foot stool or
some sort of brace to elevate the guitar at an angle to ensure that the right hand can hang
over the strings without any tension and so that the left arm can comfortably finger the
fret board. Steel string acoustic players generally place the guitar on their right leg and
sit in what is commonly known as the folk position. Due to the bigger body of the steel
string guitar, the folk position offers a more comfort because the player can easily secure
the guitar with their right arm. Some steel string acoustic and electric players also use
straps to hold the guitar is place while sitting and standing. When a strap is used, the
guitar will generally rest in the same position as in the classical stance. Most performers
from a classical background will keep the classical position when performing
thumbpicking repertoire however, since alteration must be made by the right hand in
order to maintain the muted pizzicato bass line, one might consider changing sitting
positions to compensate for the angle of the right hand.
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10. The Left Hand and Differences in Neck Width
One of the biggest factors in arranging thumbpicking music for the classical guitar
is the difference in the width on the neck of each guitar. The steel string acoustic neck is
considerably smaller in width and allows the player to easily grip and play notes on the
bass strings with the left hand thumb. In thumbpicking style this technique is known as
“choking” the neck. By choking the neck, the performer enables more free fingers with
which to play melody on the higher strings. Choking the neck also enables the guitarist
to more easily dampen the notes of chords, thus providing the lighter afterbeat. The
modern day steel string guitar neck closely resembles the neck of a nineteenth-century
Romantic guitar. In the nineteenth-century, guitars had smaller dimensions than the
modern classical guitar. The width of the neck would be slimmer and use of the left hand
thumb to finger notes on the bass strings of the guitar was widely accepted in classical
guitar technique. Fernando Sor’s Méthode pour la Guitare, published in 1830, gives
detailed descriptions of orthodox guitar techniques used in the mid-nineteenth century.
It wasn’t until the latter half of the nineteenth century that the modern classical
guitar began to take shape with the innovations of Torres’ fan-strutting system. 39 Since
then the classical guitar has increased in dimensions and the neck has become wider,
disallowing use of the left hand thumb. There are several instances in the thumbpicking
repertoire where creative left hand fingerings must be employed in order to avoid using
the left hand thumb over the neck. It is well known that Merle Travis would use the
thumb of the left hand to play bass notes on both the sixth and fifth strings. Using the left
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Antonio de Torres revolutionized guitar construction with an innovative fan-strutting system
employed underneath the soundboard of the guitar. This helped provide the classical guitar with the
dimensions and sound quality that are standard today.
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hand thumb enabled Travis to hold down chord shapes without alternating fingers, thus
allowing him to voice five or six notes with only four fingers. In order to work around
this issue, the classical guitarist must alternate the left hand fingers for certain bass lines.
Throughout the thumbpicking transcriptions for classical guitar, there are several
instances where certain fingerings must be altered in order to avoid bringing the left hand
thumb over to play notes on the sixth string. A prime example of this exists in
Cannonball Rag. At measures 19-20, the melody is rising chromatically from D to E and
to maintain the bass line the left hand thumb would reach around the neck to finger the G
on the sixth string. The classical guitarist must use the first finger on the low G while
third and fourth fingers fret the harmony and the second finger plays the chromatic
melody line.
Figure 4: Cannonball Rag, mm.19-20.

Another example from Cannonball Rag occurs at mm. 29-30 during the double
thumb roll. Travis and other thumbpickers would finger the harmony in these two
measures by using the left hand thumb to play the fifth and sixth strings at the fifth fret.
To make this chord playable on the classical guitar the performer must utilize a hinge
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bar 40 with the third finger at the fifth fret on strings five and six. This allows the five
notes to be fretted with only four fingers.
Figure 5: Cannonball Rag, mm. 29-32.

I’ll See You in My Dreams contains a similar scenario at mm. 7-8. Here, a steel string
player would simply use their left hand thumb to finger the low F on the sixth string.
However, in order to fret the harmonies and play the melody the classical guitarist must
finger the low F in the bass with the first finger while barring the second finger at the first
fret on the third and second strings. This maneuver allows the use of the open D string
and leaves the pinky free to play the melody.
Figure 6: I’ll See You in My Dreams, mm. 7-8.

40

A hinge bar is when the tip joint of a finger on the performer’s left hand is collapsed in order to
play a bar across multiple strings. This allows the performer’s fingers to be more versatile when playing
bar chords.
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The descending bass line that makes up the main theme of Walkin’ the Strings would
normally be played with the left hand thumb as well. In this instance, the classical
guitarist will simply use their first finger to fret the bass of the major and minor shapes
and use the second finger for the basses of the seventh and diminished shapes.
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11. Right Hand Technique
Arguably the greatest obstacle for the classical guitarist when adapting Kentucky
thumbpicking repertoire is the technique of the right hand. In thumbpicking style, the
palm on the right hand continuously rests on the bass strings in order to create a muted
thumping bass sound, and the thumbpick on the right hand thumb is utilized to accentuate
the muted alternating bass. By contrast, in classical guitar technique the wrist of the right
is meant to be slightly bent therefore allowing the right hand to remain loose and free
from tension. The foremost question when adapting this style is how a classical guitarist
can mute the bass strings and use a thumbpick without changing the angles of the right
hand (which may force the performer to radically alter their technique and change the
shape of their right hand finger nails, which in most cases takes years to perfect). The
simplest option is for the performer to adopt the thumbpicking technique just as they are
adopting the thumbpick repertoire. This option is attainable and will promote versatility
allowing the performer to acclimate to the needs of a specific repertoire.
The second option is to maintain the classical technique that the performer has
already developed by eliminating the muted and accentuated bass. In this instance, the
performer could simply maintain the technique that he/she is accustomed to thus
eliminating the thumbpick and the muffled bass. This method is not advised however,
because without muting or accentuating the bass line the performer will be omitting two
very important sonic characteristics of the thumbpicking style, thereby resulting in an
inauthentic interpretation. Another solution that could be used in this instance is that the
performer could alter the angle of the right hand thumb in order to play the bass with only
the flesh of the thumb and no nail. This option offers a small degree of a muted bass.
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The third and final possibility is to devise a mute to place under the three bottom
strings of the guitar, allowing the classical performer to maintain the floating wrist and
the angles of the other fingers to the strings while simulating the sound of the
thumbpicking style. The principle difficulty with this method is finding a material place
to place under the bass strings that accurately replicates the timbre of muting the strings
with the flesh of the palm. The second concern occurs when the bass line moves to the
third string of the guitar or if the melody is being played on the lower strings. Placing a
mute to replicate the original bass sound leaves the performer with little flexibility when
voices move to different ranges.
For the purposes of this project a special mute was devised for the performance of
traditional thumbpicking repertoire on the classical guitar. If a performer chooses to
maintain the classical right hand technique, this mute can be utilized in order to muffle
the sound of the guitar’s bass strings. Thereby, providing the muted bass line that is
characteristic of the Muhlenberg sound. There are mutes designed to fit under the string
next to the bridge of the guitar that can be utilized during practice sessions to soften the
sound of the instrument. This type of mute could be placed underneath only the three
bass strings of the guitar to achieve the desired muted bass. However, when this type of
mute is employed underneath the strings, it often restricts the soundboard from fully
vibrating and results in the quieting of the treble strings.
The new type of mute was specifically designed for adapting thumbpicking
repertoire for the classical guitar. In order to simulate the flesh of the right hand palm,
this new mute sits on top of the guitar’s bass string. This mute is constructed of foam and
is only long enough to fix on top of the three bass strings. Three grooves were made into
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the foam in order for the mute to fit securely and adequately muffle these strings without
causing them to produce a buzzing timbre. Figures 7 thru 9 illustrate the mute and how
its fits on top of the bass strings near the bridge of the guitar.
Figure 7: New mute designed for adapting Kentucky thumbpicking to the classical guitar.
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Figure 8: Top view of the new mute designed for adapting Kentucky thumbpicking to the
classical guitar.
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Figure 9: Side view of the new mute designed for adapting Kentucky thumbpicking to the
classical guitar.

The right hand techniques of classical guitar and thumbpicking are very similar.
The roots of thumbpicking were taught to Kennedy Jones by his mother who was well
versed in the parlor guitar style—an extension of the European classical guitar tradition.
Over the course of the twentieth century the right hand technique in thumbpicking
evolved just as it did in classical guitar techniques in the nineteenth century. When Merle
Travis brought the thumbpicking style to the world in the 1940s and 1950s, he performed
with only the thumb and the index finger and planted the rest of the right hand on the
soundboard of the guitar. Resting the pinky on the soundboard of the instrument was a
35

common practice in early nineteenth century classical guitar technique. Travis later
began to incorporate the middle finger and still rested the ring and pinky finger. Then
Chet Atkins, who was directly influenced by Travis when he first heard him perform on
the radio, assumed that Travis would have to be using a least the thumb, index, and
middle fingers of the right hand. With this idea in mind, Atkins developed his own
technique and began using the ring finger in addition to the thumb, index, and middle. In
the later years of his career, Atkins performed classical guitar repertoire which illustrates
that he had a working knowledge of classical guitar technique.
Another consideration for performers who aspire to play thumbpicking repertoire
is whether or not to adopt the thumbpick that the style is named for. The thumbpick on a
six string guitar, first popularized by Kennedy Jones has since become the standard for
virtuosic country guitar playing. As the guitarist Doyle Dikes states, “this (the
thumbpick) is the world’s smallest amplifier.” 41 As established earlier, one of the main
characteristics of thumbpicking is the steady alternating bass line that is accentuated with
the use of a thumbpick. As Erika Brady states:
the true thumbpicker invariably uses the D-shaped pick that wraps around
the thumb, as opposed to use of fingers or the teardrop-shaped flat-pick
known locally (and somewhat dismissively) as a ‘straight pick.’. . . Most
thumbpickers are literalists in this regard: they are not so much thumbpickers as thumbpick-ers. Musicians who deviate from this norm – and a
handful of local musicians white and black do so – may be much admired,
but they are not thumbpickers in the strict sense.” 42
It is at the classical performer’s discretion to decide if the thumbpick will enhance the
performance of this repertoire or impair their right hand technique--the Home of the
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Doyle Dykes, “2014 International Home of the Legends Thumbpicking Weekend: Grand Finale
Evening Concert,” (during his performance, Dykes commented to the audience about the thumbpick,
Powderly, KY, September 27, 2014.)
42
Brady, “Contested Origins,”105.
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Legend Championship rules specify that a performer can play with or without a
thumbpick.

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015

37

12. Cultural Ideals
One of the biggest differences between the classical and thumbpicking styles is
the method of transmission that keeps such traditions alive from generation to generation.
Classical guitar is mainly communicated in written form with numerous method books in
musical notation. In order to learn and thrive as a classical guitarist, one must be well
versed in reading music. The classical performer generally relies on the score and
derives his or her interpretation of the music from the written notes. Thumbpicking, on
the other hand, is mainly an oral tradition where an aspiring guitarist seeks out other
guitarists to learn by listening and watching. For example, Merle Travis began to learn
the thumbpicking style by first observing Mose Rager from afar. Chet Atkins was
influenced by Travis and adapted the style by listening to him on the radio. Now with the
advent of the internet and YouTube, aspiring thumbpickers have access to world-class
performers at their fingertips.
Among thumbpickers, personal style is a prized possession. A rite of passage in
thumbpicking is the ability to develop a sound that distinguishes a performer from all
others as opposed to simply imitating or copying the “greats” such as Travis and Atkins.
Thumbpickers usually prefer oral transmission over musical notation for this very reason.
According to Eddie Pennington: 43
I'm not much for tab and stuff (notation). It's a good way for folks to
learn, but lots of them never develop any on their own (style). They just
learn what is written, lots play it real good, but it has no life in it. If you
just copy something it's a copy. A piece of art that is copied has far less
value than an original piece does and it's the same with music. You have
to put some of yourself into it to make it come alive. But, if I could have
when I was learning I would have wanted to do everything note for note
43

Eddie Pennington is a world renowned thumbpicker from Kentucky. He was awarded the
National Heritage Fellowship in 2001 and Kentucky’s first Governor’s Folk Heritage award in 2003 in
recognition for his Kentucky thumbpicking style of guitar playing and his contributions to the art form.
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the way Merle did, and deep down I guess I still wish I could. You can't
improve on the masters' but you can gain a lot from them to expand
yourself. 44
This statement, from a world-class thumbpicker, illustrates the thumbpicking ideal that
one must express themselves as a performer and develop their own personal sound. It’s
not enough to simply perform the correct notes and rhythms. One must add something to
the style before passing it on. This clearly demonstrates the passion that thumbpickers
have for their music and for the heritage of the thumbpicking style; it is one of the
reasons thumbpicking is respected for its adaptability and its acceptance of individuality.
One of the foremost reasons Kentucky thumbpicking has influenced so many
forms of guitar playing in popular music is because of its adaptability. Almost any song
can be adapted to the thumbpicking style, thereby making it accessible to a wide
audience. According to Pennington,
You can play any kind of music with thumbpicking. Some songs lend
themselves better to the good old thumping part of thumbpicking, but
listen to Merle Travis play something like Up a Lazy River and see how
well he makes it work. Chet Atkins recorded just about all the good pop
and new songs of the1960s and 1970s and made them work great. There
are no limits in what you do with it. 45
The ability to adapt the thumbpicking playing style to other genres of music is critical to
understanding why the style is immensely popular. Not only is the repertory full of rich
traditions from the parlor styles, rags, and blues, but the adaptability of this style ensures
its future success because of its appeal to players from all different cultures and genres.
Merle Travis’s son, Thom Bresh, talks about the philosophy and approach his legendary
father incorporated in his playing style:
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Eddie Pennington, e-mail message to author, April 8, 2013.
Eddie Pennington, e-mail message to author, April 8, 2013.
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Music, to me, is an expression of one's inner feelings through rhythm and
melody. Because of that personal factor, no two people can play exactly
alike. . . I will show you many of the techniques, chords and licks that my
father used. I'll relate some of the feelings and stories we shared. But, in
the end, when you've learned everything I have to show you, just close
your eyes and be like the Real Merle Travis and pick the guitar the way
you feel it. 46
Bresh’s statement further solidifies the importance of a performer conveying his
personality through his playing. The final message is that Travis was gifted enough to
pick up the guitar and play the way he felt. That should be the goal of every serious
artist. Imitating Merle Travis shouldn’t be the goal of the performer, because nobody
will ever be able sound and play the same way. A true artist must strive to express his
individual voice and learn all he can by watching and listening to the legends. However,
one must put his own personality and interpretations into his arrangements and
performances in order to truly add to the tradition of Kentucky thumbpicking.
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13. Conclusion
The Kentucky thumbpicking style of guitar playing is deeply ingrained in the
musical heritage of Kentucky. The traditional repertoire from Muhlenberg County,
Kentucky translates well to the classical guitar and offers benefits for the classical
performer because it achieves the guitar’s never-ending quest for new repertoire for the
instrument. Adapting this genre for performance on the classical guitar also has the
potential to expose a new audience to the musical stylings of western Kentucky.
Thumbpicking offers a fresh perspective on classical guitar pedagogy by contributing
new and unique means of developing dexterity in the right hand thumb as well as
resourceful left hand fingering for simultaneously performing accompaniment and
melody. The works presented here for adaptation represent only a small fraction of
thumbpicking music that could be arranged for classical guitar performance.
The scope of this project provides an investigation into the early history of the
style and delivers detailed transcriptions to facilitate performances of traditional
thumbpicking music. This document additionally provides valuable insight into
thumbpicking as a genre and how this music will likely be interpreted by a guitarist with
a classical background. In order to develop a deeper understanding of the musical
heritage of this particular style, a history of the early development of thumbpicking was
provided. This rich history illustrates how several musical genres where fused together
by innovative western Kentucky guitarists who also contributed unique personal traits to
their playing before passing their interpretations on to other guitarists. The goal of this
project is to illustrate the importance of Kentucky thumbpicking and how to successfully
adapt the traditional repertoire of this genre for the classical guitar. Major contributions
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of this project include how to alter the left and right hand techniques of the thumbpicking
style in order to perform this music on a classical guitar, the first transcriptions of
traditional thumbpicking repertoire for the classical guitar, and the development of a
specific mute that assists the performer in maintaining the traditional right hand technique
of the classical guitar.
Over the past several decades, innovative approaches to guitar playing in the
thumbpicking medium by numerous players have provided an array of various musical
genres that have been adapted for performance in the thumbpicking style. These more
recent developments in the genre, known as contemporary thumbpicking, could also be
easily adapted for classical playing performance. The next step is to explore
contemporary thumbpicking and how it has influenced guitar styles in various countries.
When tracing the evolution of the thumbpicking guitar style it seems only natural that
classical guitar technique would eventually influence the way thumbpicking is performed
and transmitted.
Another future extension of this project will be to develop a curriculum for young
thumbpickers that will help introduce the next generation of guitarists to the musical
heritage of Kentucky. Since thumbpicking is still mainly an oral tradition, there are few
resources that adequately train thumbpickers for the ever evolving landscape of the
musical world. A program of study that would help guide and inspire young guitarists to
maintain this tradition could help promote cultural ideals and integrate into high school
guitar classes that already exist in the state of Kentucky. Though there are method books
that deliver introductions to the thumbpicking style, they generally do not have a
progressive approach where a student can begin with easy musical material and progress
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through intermediate guitar playing into advanced techniques. Most thumbpicking
methods on the market begin with a basic foundation and then launch immediately into
advanced playing techniques without spending any time in the intermediate stages of a
student’s development.
This rich Kentucky heritage deserves a place in the classical guitar’s repertoire
because of its sophistication and virtuosity. Since thumbpicking has its roots in classical
guitar traditions from the nineteenth-century parlor guitar method books, it is only
appropriate that this unique traditional repertoire be adapted for use in classical guitar
performance. The goals for adapting Kentucky thumbpicking for the classical guitar are
similar to those set forth by the National Thumbpickers Hall of Fame in Muhlenberg,
County, Kentucky, to promote and preserve the art of thumbpicking and its heritage for
future generations of performers and audiences.
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Appendix: Transcription Notes and Transcriptions
Transcription notes
The transcriptions for this project should be used as general guidelines for
performing the thumbpicking repertoire. The performer should feel free to alter or add
ornaments that they themselves create or have heard from other interpretations. Since
thumbpicking is a folk tradition, at their conception these pieces of music were
transmitted aurally from player to player. Each player would absorb the music and add
their own interpretations before passing it on to the next person. For the purposes of this
project, the transcriptions included here are based on some of the first recordings of
thumbpicking repertoire by Merle Travis in the 1950s through the 1960s. The goal of
these transcriptions is to help the performer to develop a solid foundation for performing
this repertoire as well as to demonstrate the basic musical structure of each piece.
The compositions that have been chosen for adaptation to the classical guitar are
Walkin’ the Strings, Cannonball Rag, and I’ll See you in my Dreams. These songs have
been selected because they represent a few of the tunes that would have been played in
the Muhlenberg region by players such as Arnold Shultz, Kennedy Jones, Mose Rager,
and Merle Travis during the advent of Kentucky thumbpicking style. These songs will be
used to demonstrate what adaptations a classical guitar performer must make when
adapting this repertoire. One of the main challenges in transcribing Kentucky
thumbpicking repertoire is that no two performances are exactly alike. The basic
foundation of the song remains, but the subtleties of the variations are always unique to
certain performances. In order to meet this challenge, these transcriptions were taken
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directly from classic Merle Travis albums, such as The Merle Travis Guitar (1956),
Walkin’ the Strings (1960), and Strictly Guitar (1968).
Cannonball Rag
Cannonball Rag is often considered to be the “anthem” of the Kentucky
thumbpickers because it contains all the unique characterizes of the thumbpicking style
and it is usually the first song an aspiring thumbpicker will learn. According to Bobby
Anderson:
Jonesy (Kennedy Jones) composed the standard Cannonball Rag while he
was a very young man. He played it untitled at many of his appearances
only to have it named by an old black admirer who often asked Jones to
play “that one that sounds like the Cannon Ball coming through.” Others
mimicked him on the tune before Travis played it on his early radio
shows. Later, in the 1940s, when Travis recorded Cannonball Rag for
Capitol Records, and was given credit for the composition, Jones was
extremely happy for Travis and the success of the tune. 47
Cannonball Rag is a series of variations on a binary form. The song is in the key
of G but the first section begins on an E major chord and follows a descending circle of
fifths harmonic progression until arriving at the tonic. The second section consist of a
four-measure phrase that alternates between the dominant-seventh and the tonic every
two measures before leading to a closing four-measure turn-around phrase. The rest of
the song acts as a set of variations on these initial alternating sections. The first
variations contain rapid rolling arpeggios followed by a lead solo line on top of the bass.
Cannonball Rag also exhibits several of the common right hand rolls that are utilized in
traditional thumbpicking repertoire. In order to simultaneously perform melody,
accompaniment, and bass on a single guitar, the guitarist must employ a rolling right
hand technique that syncopates the melody and some accompaniment parts in between
47

Anderson, That Muhlenberg Sound, 9-10.
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the alternating bass line. This technique can be easily observed in the first section of
Cannonball Rag.
Figure 10: Cannonball Rag, mm 1-5.

In Figure 10, the thumb of the right hand plays the alternating bass line while the middle
and ring fingers play the syncopated melody in the higher register.
Some of the other common rolls or licks from the thumbpicking vocabulary are
also utilized throughout the piece. For example, the double-thumb roll is the first
variation on the second section and requires the performer to sweep the thumb across two
adjacent strings simultaneously in a downward motion. The thumb plays the doubled
strings in groups of two eighth notes while the melody falls in between the thumb strokes,
thus creating a hemiola effect.

46

Figure 11: Cannonball Rag, mm 29-32.

A similar roll is used during the first variation of the first section except that the thumb
only plucks single strings and the chordal voicings are played in a higher register.
During live performances and on the recording from his album Strictly Guitar,
Merle Travis often takes a solo that is accompanied by a backing band thereby freeing the
soloist from performing the accompaniment and alternating bass line. Since the goal of
this transcription is to offer classical guitarists an interpretation that is playable as a solo
piece, the solo is transcribed with the alternating bass line written beneath it, therefore,
providing the rhythmic and harmonic foundation for the solo. Travis’s signature ending
to Cannonball Rag integrates a bass solo where alternating dominant-seventh to tonic
chords are played on the first beat of every other measure followed by a walking bass
line. 48
.

48

A walking bass line is defined as, “a bass line that moves steadily in a rhythm contrasting to
that of the upper parts: in jazz, a walking bass usually moves by step.” Ashish Pandey, Encyclopaedic
dictionary of music. Delhi: Isha Books, 2005, 731.
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*Transcribed from various recordings of Merle Travis
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49
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I’ll See You in My Dreams
The thumbpicking standard I’ll See You in My Dreams was published in 1924 and
written by Isham Jones with lyrics by Gus Khan. The song was immensely popular upon
its release and has been covered by countless big bands and jazz musicians since. I’ll See
You in My Dreams is believed to have made its way into the thumbpicking repertoire
when it was heard on the radio in the late 1920s. In a 1978 interview with William
Lightfoot, Forrest “Boots” Faught, the leader of a swing band that Arnold Shultz joined
in 1922, discusses Shultz’s skill in arranging popular music for guitar,
Arnold Shultz showed a bunch of us one night – we were sittin’ under a
coal tipple – and we was playin’ I’ll See You in My Dreams, but we was
usin’ the three chords – back then three chords was about all you hear a
musician play; if he was playin in C he’d be usin’ F and G; they didn’t
make these accidental chords – and Arnold Shultz says, “throw that A in
there!” And we’d started puttin’ that A in, and he’d say, “See how much
better it sounded?” That A belonged in there. . . He played mostly up on
the neck. 49
I’ll See You in My Dreams was recorded by Merle Travis on his Strictly Guitar album in
1968 and as a duet with Chet Atkins on the Atkins – Travis Traveling Show album in
1978. This transcription of I’ll See You in My Dreams is based on the version heard on
the Merle Travis Strictly Guitar album. It exhibits many of the traditional thumbpicking
qualities with a constant alternating bass that supports a syncopated melody. The chords
in this transcription exemplify the sophisticated harmonies that add extra layers of color
and interest to the simple melody. I’ll See You in My Dreams is an excellent example of
the passing chords and chromatic alterations that are often considered to be Arnold
Shultz’s greatest contribution to Kentucky thumbpicking.

49

Lightfoot, "A Regional Musical Style,” 132.
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*Transcribed from the Merle Travis album Strictly Guitar (1968).
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Walkin’ the Strings
Walkin’ the Strings is a thumbpicking standard that is often used as a vehicle for
virtuosic guitar playing. This composition is believed to have been designed as a
thumbpicking exercise in the 1920s. Although, the origin of Walkin’ the Strings is not
completely known, it is believed that Kennedy Jones began to develop this piece as the
Kansas City Rag before it was picked up by Mose Rager. 50 Rager mostly likely passed
this composition on to Merle Travis, who first recorded it in 1956 on the Merle Travis
Guitar. Beginning with a glissando into the first arpeggio, Walkin’ the Strings offers a
workout for both the left and right hand. The main theme consist of a series of
descending triads played on the sixth, fourth, and third strings of the guitar. The right
hand alternates rapidly between the thumb and the index finger. The second theme
contains the same texture but with additional chromatically altered triads. The main
themes are then interspersed with more tonal sections where a melody is played on the
top strings while being accompanied by the traditional alternating pizzicato bass line.
Walkin the Strings should be performed at a brisk tempo in order to highlight the
composition’s virtuosic qualities.
In this transcription, the performer is required to bend certain strings to alter the
pitch a quarter, half, or whole step above the written note. Bending strings is a common
technique used in thumbpicking and is derived from blues guitar styles. Notes where the
string should be bent are indicated with an upward arrow. Attaining a distinct pitch by
bending nylon strings on the classical guitar is more difficult than by bending steel
strings. The wider neck of the classical guitar also makes bending strings more

Joe Wilson, liner notes, for Eddie Pennington, Walks the Strings And Even Sings, (Washington,
DC: Smithsonian Folkways Records, 2004), 13
50
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troublesome. The performer should strive to bend the pitch a whole step higher than
written if possible. If the performer is unable to bend the string a whole step higher, a
half or even a quarter step bend will achieve the desired effect which is a twanged accent
on the note. Some notes require the performer to bend a string with the pinky on the left
hand. When a pinky is used to bend a string the pitch should result in a quarter step
higher than written.
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*Transcribed from the Merle Travis album The Merle Travis Guitar (1956).
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PROGRAM NOTES
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Program I
Sunday April 29, 2012
Niles Gallery
3pm

Sonata in C major, Op. 15

Mauro Giuliani (1781-1829)

Allegro Spirito
Adagio con grand espressione
Finale- Allegro vivace

Étude no. 1 – Étude des arpèges

Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959)

Étude no. 2 – Des arpèges
Étude no. 3 – Allegro moderato
Étude no. 4 – De accords répétés

Sonata K. 208

Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757)

Sonata K. 209

Variations sur un thème de Django Reinhardt

Nuages arr. by Roland Dyens (1955)

Leo Brouwer (1939)

Django Reinhardt (1910-1953)
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Program Notes
Sonata in C Major, Op. 15

Mauro Giuliani (1781-1829)

In 1806 after settling in Vienna, Mauro Giuliani achieved great success as one of
the leading Italian guitarists of the early 19th century. During this time, Giuliani led the
classical guitar movement in Vienna by teaching, performing, and composing original
compositions for the instrument. Around the time guitar notation began to become
standardized, Giuliani began using this new method of guitar writing. According to
Thomas Heck, “his guitar compositions were notated on the treble clef in the new manner
which, unlike violin notation, always distinguished the parts of the music – melody, bass,
inner voices – through the careful use of note stem directions and rests.” 51 Giuliani’s
Sonata in C major, Op. 15 was published in Vienna in 1808 along with several other
compositions of his. The first movement is an Allegro in a fully developed sonata form.
The second movement is a slow song-like serenade with a formal structure of A-B-A.
The finale of Op.15 is a fast-paced rondo, a form that features a recurring theme.
Giuliani’s compositional output also includes etudes, sets of variations, vocal works,
duos, three guitar concertos, and works for other instruments.

Études no. 1 – no. 4

Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959)

Heitor Villa-Lobos is Brazil’s most internationally recognized composer of the
20th century. In the classical guitar repertoire, Villa-Lobos’s compositions represent some
of the most beloved and performed works. The 12 Études represent one of Villa-Lobos’s

Thomas F. Heck, The Birth of the Classic Guitar and Its Cultivation in Vienna, Reflected in the
Career and Compositions of Mauro Giuliani (d. 1829), (New Haven, 1970).
51
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most significant contributions to the guitar repertoire. In 1924, Villa-Lobos met the great
Spanish guitarist Andrés Segovia in Paris. After their meeting, the two become friends
and Villa-Lobos was encouraged by Segovia to write right serious concert works for the
guitar. When the 12 Études were completed in 1929, the works were dedicated to
Segovia. In his introduction to the first publication of the 12 Études, Segoiva writes:
They contain at the same time formulae of surprising effectiveness for the
development of technique for both hands and ‘disinterested’ musical
beauties, without didactic purpose, which have the permanent aesthetic
value of concert works. In the history of the instruments there are few
master composers who have managed to combine both virtues in their
‘Études.’ . . . Villa-Lobos has given to the history of the guitar fruits of his
talents as luxuriant and savory as those of Scarlatti and Chopin. 52

Sonata K. 208 and K. 209

Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757)

Domenico Scarlatti was an Italian born composer who worked at Spanish courts
for most of his career. Being born in the same year as J.S. Bach and Handel, Scarlatti is
classified as a Baroque composer but his compositional style had significant influence on
the later classical style. Scarlatti is mainly known for his 555 sonatas, which he
composed mostly for the harpsichord. These sonatas usually exhibit a binary structure
and many of them transcribe excellently to the guitar because of the instruments capacity
to play two-part counterpoint. Also, it is apparent that Spanish melodies and rhythms had
a significant influence of Scarlatti’s sonatas. K. 208 and K. 209 could have been
intended to be performed as a pair because of they share the same key signature and offer
sharp contrast to one another. K. 208 is mark andante cantabile and offers a sweet lyrical
melody while K. 209 is a fast dance with rapid arpeggiation and ornamentation.

Andrés Segovia, Preface in Heitor Villa-Lobos, and Frederick M. Noad, Collected works for solo
guitar, (Paris: Editions Max Eschig, 1990), 8-9.
52
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Variations sur un thème de Django Reinhardt

Leo Brouwer (1939)

Cuban composer, conductor, and guitarist Leo Brouwer is considered one the
most important and influential composers of guitar music alive today. Born in Havana in
1939, Brouwer began studying the guitar at age fourteen with the founder of the Cuban
guitar school, Isaac Nicola. In 1955, he began to compose and published his first works in
1956.
Brouwer’s compositional output is divided into three phases. The first, from
1955-1962, is his nationalistic phase. From 1962 until 1979, Brouwer’s style enters his
avant-garde phase. After 1980, the composer entered his compositional phase that he
describes as a “new simplicity,” in which neo-romantic, minimalism, and newly tonal
elements contribute to his style. 53 Variations sur un thème de Django Reinhardt was
published in 1984 and falls into the composer’s “new simplicity” period. This work is a
sectional set of variations based on a theme by the famous jazz guitarist Django
Reinhardt. Throughout the work the theme can be heard interwoven into a variety of
contrapuntal textures while the different variations are based on dance forms from a
Baroque style suite.

Nuages arr. by Roland Dyens (1955)

Django Reinhardt (1910-1953

Django Reinhardt was a French jazz guitarist who was the son of a travelling
entertainer and grew up in a Gypsy settlement outside of Paris. He began his professional

Victoria Eli Rodríguez, "Brouwer, Leo." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.uky.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/04092
(accessed April 8, 2012).
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career in 1922 but was injured in 1928 after being burnt in a caravan fire, leaving his left
hand disfigured. The injury deprived Django of the use of two left hand fingers and
forced him to adapt his playing style and develop a distinctive technique. By 1937,
Reinhardt had established himself as one of the first outstanding European jazz musicians
and later toured the U.S.A. as a soloist with Duke Ellington’s band. 54
Another French guitarist, Roland Dyens, arranged this selection of Django’s
music for the classical guitar. Dyens is known for his many guitar compositions, as well
as his extraordinary talent for guitar arrangements. This arrangement of Nuages exhibits
many characteristics of Django’s unique playing style and imitates the sound of an
accompanying jazz ensemble. Dyens arranged Nuage for his recording of the same name
and captures the feel and spirit of Django Reinhardt’s spontaneous and romantic guitar
style.
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Michael James, "Reinhardt, Django," In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.uky.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/23139
(accessed April 8, 2012).
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Program II
Wednesday May 1, 2013
Niles Gallery

Etude 5 - Andantino

Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959)

Etude 6 - Poco Allegro
Etude 7- Tres Anime
Etude 8 - Modere-Lent
Etude 9 - Tres Peu Anima
Etude 10 - Tres Anime-Vif
Etude 11 - Lent-Piu Mosso-Anime
Etude 12 - Anime-Piu Mosso Un Peu Plus Anime

Una Limosna por el Amor de Dios

Agustin Barrios Mangoré (1885-1944)

Julia Florida

Fantasia on Themes from La Traviata

Julián Arcas (1832-1882)

Insight

Erich Stem (b.1973)
I. Energy
II. Meditation
III. Almost There
IV. Meditation II
V. Back With More Energy
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Program Notes
Etudes 5-12

Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959)

The guitar etudes of Heitor Villa-Lobos have become a standard in the classical
guitar repertoire since the second half of the twentieth century. Written for guitarist
Andres Segovia in 1929, the etudes present a variety of musical and technical challenges
that require the performer to reach the highest level of technical expertise. Each etude
presents a particular problem to be solved by the performing guitarist. Not only are these
works used to resolve pedagogical difficulties, they also serve as serious works for the
concert stage.
Etude 5 is a study that utilizes the guitar's capacity for counterpoint. An ostinato,
consisting of thirds, is regularly maintained in the inner voice while melodies are
interwoven in the bass and soprano voices. Etude 6 is a study to develop rapid chord
movement. The melodic interest is in the highest voice while the guitarist must accent
the driving bass line with the thumb. It is also crucial that the performer achieves a mass
of sound in the chords while highlighting the melody in the upper voice. The structure of
Etude 6 consists of variations on a single idea. Etude 7 is comprised of four sections, AB-A-C, with each section presenting a specific technical challenge for the performer. In
the A section, the rapid descending scalar passages need to be executed with complete
balance and control and should not feel rushed. Section B begins with a completely
different character from section A. The melody in section B is played with the ring
finger while the thumb maintains a lighter touch. After a recap of the A section, section
C consists of a series of parallel chords with the melody displaced on the offbeat
followed by a sequence of fast trills in the upper voice. Etude 8 illustrates the guitar's
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natural ability to perform melody and accompaniment simultaneously. This piece also
employs folk melodies and rhythms from Villa-Lobos' native Brazil. The main theme of
Etude 9 is a descending melodic line in the bass that is played with the thumb of the right
hand. After each bass note in the melody, a series of descending harmonies are played on
the off beats. This etude is constructed on variations of the main theme in which the
melody is ornamented with florid arpeggios. Etude 10 begins with a series of slow
moving parallel five chords that lead into a main theme of the work where the guitarist
must maintain rapidly slurred sixteenth notes in the upper voice while bringing out the
melodic line in the bass. Etude 11 begins with a slow lamenting melody in the middle
voice that has a cello like quality. In the second section of Etude 11, the performer must
play the melody by striking the fourth and fifth strings with the thumb while continuously
playing the third and second string with the index and middle finger. This technique
presents a challenge since the double strokes with the thumb are played scherzando while
maintaining a pianissimo dynamic with the index and middle fingers. The thirds section
contains sixteenth note sextuplets while the guitarist must stretch to play unison notes on
the third and second strings. The twelfth and final etude begins with a series of parallel
harmonies. Even though this etude is not particularly tonal, pedal tones on the guitar's
fifth and sixth strings, A and E, give the sense of an A minor tonal center. The basic
chord shapes are rapidly shifted up and down the guitar neck while the guitarist must use
glissandos to achieve the correct articulation. Other technical challenges in Etude12
include rapid scalar passages which use the entire range of the fret board and a
rhythmically driven middle section where the fifth and sixth strings must be
simultaneously stroked with the same finger.
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Una Limosna por el Amor de Dios
Julia Florida

Agustin Barrios Mangoré (1885-1944)

Agustin Barrios Mangoré was a Paraguayan virtuoso guitarist and composer who
toured throughout South America and was one of the first Latin American guitarists of
note to perform in Europe. He is also considered one of the first guitarists to make
commercial recordings. His oeuvre consists of over three hundred works of high quality
even though he lacked formal musical education.
Una Limosna por el Amor de Dios is the last composition written by Barrios
before his death in 1944. When Barrios was in San Salvador, a beggar would knock on
his door asking for spare money and say Una Limosna por el Amor de Dios, which
translates to "An Alm for the Love of God." Each time the beggar would come around,
there would be the same rhythmic knock at the door. Barrios then decided to incorporate
the rhythmic knocking of the door into this tremolo piece. The knocking is played with
the thumb in the first measure of the piece and can be heard underneath the rapid tremolo
throughout the rest of the work. This work illustrates Barrios' mastery of the tremolo
technique and is filled with expressive lyricism.
Julia Florida is one of Barrios' best known compositions. This piece is a
Barcarole, a work that usually has a 6/8 time signature and contains a slow lilting rhythm
which imitates the movement of a boat over water. Julia Florida was inspired by Julia
Martinez, who was the niece of one of Barrios' faithful friends, Francisco Salazar.
Martinez studied guitar with Barrios during 1938-1939 while he resided in Costa Rica.
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The composition was dedicated to Julia Martinez in the manuscript on Christmas Eve in
1938. 55

Fantasia on Themes from La Traviata

Julián Arcas (1832-1882)

Popular themes from Verdi's La Traviata are the basis of this composition by
Julian Arcas. The work is often attributed to Francisco Tarrega, who began his guitar
studies with Arcas in 1862. Credit was mistakenly given to Tarrega due to early
handwritten arrangements of the work that Tarrega would transcribed for his pupils. The
opening of the work begins with a theme from the opera's prelude which reoccurs at
several points throughout the Fantasia. The melodies featured in the Fantasia are taken
from three arias sung by the opera's main character Violetta, Addio, del passato, Ah fors'
e lui, and Sempre libera. Throughout the piece, a variety of the guitar's most
characteristic techniques are heard, such as tremolo, harmonics, and fast scalar runs. The
theme from Violetta's aria, Addio, del passato appears early in the Fantasia and offers a
section that employs the tremolo technique. The work's opening theme is brought back
later in the Fantasia being played with light harmonics. The finale of the Fantasia is
taken from Sempre libera, which is the finale of the opera's first act. Here, rapid scalar
passages can be heard as the work reaches a climatic ending. Arcas often used popular
melodies as a basis for his compositions in order to expand the guitar's technical capacity
and to broaden his repertoire.
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Richard D Stover, "Richard Stover on Agustin Barrios and Meeting Julia Florida," Interview with
Tony Morris. Classical Guitar Alive. San Bernardino, Paraguay, 2010.
https://soundcloud.com/classicalguitaralive/richard-stover-on-agustin (accessed 14 April 2013).
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Insight

Erich Stem (b.1973)
Insight is a work for solo guitar in five movements. The work is dedicated to

guitarist Andrew Rhinehart, who gave the world premiere of the piece at Indiana
University Southeast on January 20th, 2013. According to the composer Dr. Stem,
Insight is a multi-movement work that attempts to give a musical
perspective of the balance between the release of energy and the creation
of it through meditation. The work taps into the richness of the guitar's
many timbres, including bell-like harmonics, percussive effects, and
muted strings. The variety of these sounds are fully realized in the final
movement (V. Back with More Energy), where the guitar is treated like a
jazz trio, taking turns functioning as the harmonic/melodic “instrument” of
the ensemble, the solo bass and the solo drums. 56
The opening of the piece begins with accented chordal rasgueado strums followed
by rapidly ascending scalar passages. This first movement consists of quick runs and
arpeggios in order to generate a sense of vigor. The energy created in the first movement
is displaced by the airy and spatial atmosphere created by the use of harmonics in the
second movement. The work's third movement begins with a meditative chordal section
that is immediately followed by a return of energy through the use of rapid scalar and
arpeggiated segments that crescendos into fortissimo rasgueado strumming. Movement
four returns to a serene state that is reminiscent of the second movement, only now the
fluctuation of the meter creates a continuous push and pull effect. The metrical
ambiguity of the fourth movement leads the listener unexpectedly into the finale of the
work. Here, in the work's finale, the rhythmic drive created by syncopated rasgueado
strums brings a return of the energy that was displayed in the piece's first movement. The
guitar in the fifth movement is meant to function as an all-in-one ensemble assuming the
roles of a rhythm section, bass, and lead instrument.

56

Erich Stem, "P.R. for Andrew's Recital," 7 January 2013, personal e-mail, (7 January 2013).
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Insight is an extremely introspective work which requires the performer to create
an array of atmospheres with the guitar's various timbres and techniques. The
soundscapes created by the solo guitar amalgamates the instrument's intimate and
expressive nature with its energetic rhythmic qualities.

Copyright© Andrew Rhinehart 2015
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Program III
December 1, 2014
St. Augustine's Chapel
7:30pm

God is Our Righteousness

Chris DeBlasio (1959-1993)

Dr. Schuyler Robinson, organ, Andrew Rhinehart, guitar

from Symphony No. 104 in D major (Hob. 1:104)

Joseph Haydn (1732-1809)

Adagio - Allegro - arr. F. Carulli
Andante - arr. A. Rhinehart
Ricardo Saeb, guitar, Andrew Rhinehart, guitar

Guitar Quartet

Juan Trigos (b. 1965)
University of Kentucky Guitar Quartet:

Dieter Hennings, Jeremy Bass, Andrew Rhinehart, and Mario Ortiz
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Program Notes
God is Our Righteousness

Chris DeBlasio (1959-1993)

Chris DeBlasio was an American composer who died tragically from AIDS at the
age of 34 years old in 1993. DeBlasio spent most of his professional life in New York
and attended New York University and the Manhattan School of Music. In 1986,
DeBlasio's good friend, Harry Huff, was named Artist-in-Residence at Union Theological
Seminary in New York City. Part of his residency allowed him each year to commission
a work for the organ and a second instrument that was unlikely to be paired with the
organ. Huff offered a commission to DeBlasio in 1987 for guitar and organ which
resulted in God is Our Righteousness. 57 The piece was written for an Advent observance
at Union Theological Seminary and consists of a single movement where the guitar and
organ alternate between exchanging antiphonal dialogue and blending together in
harmony. According to the composer, the work was inspired by a passage from Jeremiah
foretelling the coming of justice and righteousness. "And this is the name by which the
city will be called: 'God is our Righteousness.'" 58

Symphony No. 104 in D major (Hob. 1:104)

Joseph Haydn (1732-1809)

Symphony No. 104 in D major was the last symphony Haydn wrote before his
death. The work was composed in 1795 while Haydn was in London and contains several
characteristic traits of Haydn's compositional style. The first movement, Adagio-Allegro,
57

Brian Bonin, "An Introduction to the Life and the Songs of Composer Chris Deblasio, with
Special Emphasis on His Cycle All the Way Through Evening," (Baton Rouge, La: Louisiana State University,
2009), 35.
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Wayne Leupold Editions, http://www.wayneleupold.com/god-is-our-righteousness-for-guitarand-organ-deblasio.html (accessed 16 November 2014).
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was transcribed for two guitars by the Italian guitarist and composer Ferdinando Carulli
in 1827. Arranging works from the symphonic literature for various instrument
groupings was a tradition which provided students and professional musicians with a
means for exploring and understanding these works in a time when scores weren't readily
available and recordings didn't exist. 59 Carulli's arrangement was not meant to offer a full
realization of the orchestral score on two guitars, but instead, offers guitarists a means of
examining the work and creates a unique interpretation. Following this tradition, the
second movement of the London Symphony has been arranged for two guitars by Andrew
Rhinehart.
The first movement is written in sonata form with a clearly defined exposition,
development, and recapitulation and begins with a dark adagio that is set in D minor. The
movement then transforms unexpectedly to the main theme, a quiet lighthearted melody
in D major. The secondary theme of the first movement consists of the main theme
transposed to A major. Each of the inner movements of Haydn's final symphony have a
unique character that also echoes the playfulness and wit found in the first movement.
The second movement begins in the key of G major with a fanciful theme that serves as
the basis for the entire movement. Haydn subverts the listeners’ expectations with bold
harmonies, distant key modulations, and interrupted silences.
Guitar Quartet

Juan Trigos (b. 1965)

Mexican composer and conductor Juan Trigos is the creator of the concept called
Abstract Folklore. According to the composer, Abstract Folklore is an aesthetic that
combines principals such as primary pulsation, resonance, and obsessive use of
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Joseph Haydn, Ferdinando Carulli, and Simon Wynberg, "London Symphony (1st Movement),"
Heidelberg: Chanterelle, 1985.
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polyrhythmic and polyphonic interlocking musical events and segment of different
density and duration. 60 Guitar Quartet exemplifies the composer’s aesthetic by utilizing
several aspects of the above mentioned principals.
Guitar Quartet by Juan Trigos was commissioned by and dedicated to the
American guitar quartet Tantalus Quartet in 2009. The work was premiered at the
University of Kentucky on October 29th, 2014 by the University of Kentucky Guitar
Quartet. As Trigos states,
The work reinterprets the principles of "sonata form" through re-readings.
This particular view of quartet implies among other things, a sophisticated
application of the processes of musical variation and at the same time, it
reframes the sound and structural elements to give them different
meanings. . . The structure is based on concepts such as the writing in
panels and as an interlocking, with reiteration of material and its variation,
resonance, the pulse and continuous plotting. The gestures and musical
phrases with particular types of attack and idiomatic articulations of the
guitars (portamenti, campanella, strumming, etc.), also affect structurally
in the work. 61
Trigos' Guitar Quartet is a work of highly sophisticated idioms and expands and
redefines the boundaries of the guitar quartet genre.
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Program IV
Friday, April 3th 2015
Niles Gallery
12pm
Lecture Recital
Adapting Traditional Kentucky Thumbpicking Repertoire for the Classical Guitar 62

During the first half of the twentieth century, a unique style of guitar playing
known as Kentucky thumbpicking was developed by a handful of musicians in the
western coal field region of Kentucky. This guitar tradition was elevated to national
prominence by the country guitar virtuoso Merle Travis. Subsequently, this style became
known as "Travis Picking."
In its most basic definition, Kentucky thumbpicking incorporates a steady and
muted alternating bass line that is accentuated with the use of a thumbpick worn on the
right hand. Simultaneously, the index finger and occasionally the middle and ring
fingers, play the harmony and melody on the upper strings of the guitar in a syncopated
rhythm. Thumbpicking is venerated due to its reverence for individualism and its
adaptability. One of the primary reasons it has become so prominent is because of its
application in various types of music. Although Travis picking exhibits qualities similar
to other finger styles of guitar playing, there are several characteristics that make Travis
picking unique. According to scholar William E. Lightfoot, these six characteristics
include: a pulsating alternating bass line that is accented with the use of a thumbpick; a
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steady and light afterbeat providing the harmonic foundation that has pizzicato timbre
(the “choke”); a playful syncopated melody line; a muted bass line that is created by
dampening the bass strings of the guitar with the palm of the right hand; a repertoire of
regional “lick” and ornamental figures; the ability to adapt the techniques to a wide range
of musical genres. 63
Tracing the exact origins of the western Kentucky thumbpicking style is
problematic, but it is apparent that the style has two important influences, namely, the
early parlor guitar styles and African-American music. Several other social and
economic factors assisted in the development of this regional guitar style as well
according to William E. Lightfoot,
Slavery led to the large population of blacks in the region and to the
subsequent formation of tightly knit black families and communities. The
Green River facilitated the introduction to the region of a wide variety of
musical styles and helped in both the assimilation and dissemination of
Shultz's music. The coal mines enhanced cultural exchange between
blacks and whites and, by not operating, provided numerous opportunities
for musical interaction. 64
The roots of Kentucky thumbpicking can be traced back to the parlor guitar styles
that were popular in nineteenth century America. Parlor guitar styles were fashionable
during this time due to the availability of mail order guitars from companies such as
Montgomery Ward of Chicago and Sears, Roebuck and Company. As guitar production
increased, guitar method books were written to supply the masses with teaching materials
and sheet music for performance. Most parlor method books were adaptations of the
nineteenth century European classical guitar tradition. These method books offered

William E. Lightfoot, "A Regional Musical Style: The Legacy of Arnold Shultz," in Sense of Place:
American Regional Cultures, ed. Barbara Allen and Thomas J. Schlereth (Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 1990), 122-123.
64
Lightfoot, "A Regional Musical Style,” 137.
63
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aspiring students a means of self-instruction. With the surge of affordable guitars
available and the widespread distribution of teaching materials, the parlor guitar
movement became widespread in America in the mid to late nineteenth century. Young
women in particular were encouraged to learn to play an instrument, such as the guitar, as
part of a well-rounded education and to entertain guests.
Alice DeArmond Jones was born in 1863 near Dunmore, Kentucky and was a
young woman during the height of the parlor guitar movement. She is believed to have
learned a thumb and finger style of playing from parlor guitar method books. Having
saved her guitar method books, Alice is believed to have passed this fingerstyle of guitar
playing on to her son Kennedy Jones.
Arnold Shultz was born in 1886 into a musical family. He was a naturally gifted
musician who played several different instruments. At the age of fourteen, Shultz
received his first guitar from his half-brother, who worked on the riverboats. Shultz
absorbed black folk music traditions such as blues, gospel, and rags. He often worked in
the coal mines and was infamous for playing guitar as he wandered the country side.
Reportedly, Shultz loved to travel and would occasionally find work as a musician on
riverboats. He is believed to have learned a great mount of music during his travels to
cultural centers such as Evansville, Louisville, Cincinnati, and New Orleans. From his
travels, Shultz is believed to have imported musical stylings from New Orleans where he
learned how to utilize passing chords while performing ragtime music on his guitar. His
performances of ragtime music are understood to be at the foundation of Kentucky
thumbpicking.
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Scholars and thumbpickers identify Kennedy Jones as that the father of
thumbpicking guitar. Born in 1900, Jones was the tenth of thirteen children born to Alice
DeArmond and Charles Peyton Jones. The legend stated that Kennedy was the first
person to use a thumbpick on the six-string guitar. Thumbpicks were originally intended
for playing the Hawaiian guitar in which the instrument would lay flat on the performer’s
lap. After blistering his thumb from performing at a dance the night before, Kennedy
walked into a music store in Central City and found a box of thumbpicks. The store
owner insisted that thumbpicks were only for Hawaiian guitars however Jones bought the
entire box and began using them on his six string guitar. Several guitar players in the
area began to see Jones performing with the thumbpick and adopted his innovation into
their own playing styles. Disciples of Kennedy Jones included Ike Everly and Mose
Rager, both of whom became notable country music performers. Mose Rager is
responsible for inspiring and passing the thumbpicking tradition on to Merle Travis, his
most famous pupil.
The Western Kentucky style began to receive mainstream recognition with the
guitar playing of Merle Travis. Travis was the first guitarist to bring the thumbpicking
style to national prominence and his playing style had a direct influence on legendary
guitarists such as Chet Atkins and Jerry Reed. Even though Travis did not invent the
style itself, he was responsible for bringing the thumbpicking from the coal fields and
onto the national stage. In response to this enormous influence on country guitar playing,
Kentucky thumbpicking is often referred to as Travis picking though friends of Travis
stated that he was a shy and modest man and never wanted to take credit for the style. He
even suggested it should be called Rager picking after his principle mentor Mose Rager.
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The Travis picking style is now the standard for guitar playing in the country music
industry.
The Four Legends of the Kentucky Thumbpicking style are Kennedy Jones, Mose
Rager, Ike Everly, and Merle Travis. In 1992, the city of Drakesboro constructed the
four legends fountain to honor these pioneers of the thumbpicking guitar style. The
streets of Drakesboro are even named after the great players from the area and annual
celebrations are held for the four legends. In 1998, the Thumbpickers Hall of Fame was
founded in Muhlenberg County to pay homage to the guitar heritage of the region.
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Program V
Saturday, April 4th 2015
Niles Gallery
6pm
Introduction and Variations on a Theme by Mozart, Op. 9
(1821)

from Bardenklänge, Op. 13 (1847)
An Malvina
Abendlied
Tarantelle

Fernando Sor (1778-1839)

Johann Kaspar Mertz (1806-1856)

from 12 Danzas Españolas, Op. 37 (1890)
no. 4 Villanesca arr. Manuel Barrueco (1952)
no. 5 Andaluza arr. David Russell (1953)

Enrique Granados (1867-1916)

Nocturnal after John Dowland, Op.70 (1963)
I. Musingly (Meditativo)
II. Very Agitated (Molto agitato)
III. Restless (Inquieto)
IV. Uneasy (Ansioso)
V. March-like (Quasi una Marcia)
VI. Dreaming (Sognante)
VII. Gently Rocking (Cullante)
VIII. Passacaglia (measured)
IX. Slow and Quiet (Molto tranquillo)

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)
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Program Notes
The works presented on this program were selected in order to showcase some of
the guitar’s most famous and beloved compositions. The pieces will be performed in
chronological order to give the audience a perspective on the rich continuum of the guitar
music. The first half of the performance contains works from two of the greatest
Romantic guitarist-composers. The second half begins with two Spanish piano pieces
arranged for guitar followed by a monumental guitar work by one of the foremost
composers of the twentieth century.
Sor’s Op. 9 was first published in 1821 in London and was dedicated to the
composer’s brother. The work was immediately successful upon its publication and has
been reprinted numerous times since. The theme that Op. 9 is based upon is entitled Das
Klinget so Herrlich and can be heard near the end of Act I in the Mozart’s opera The
Magic Flute (K.620). The Air, Das Klinget so Herrlich translates to That Sounds So
Wonderful and is a short and lighthearted melody.
The initial presentation of this theme in Sor’s work occurs after the largo
introduction which takes its inspiration from Act II of the same opera. The theme heard
in Op. 9 is not, however, a direct quotation. Instead, Sor offers a subtly ornamented
variation of Mozart’s original theme. The work then proceeds with a series of
increasingly difficult variations. Op. 9 is arguably Sor’s most famous composition and is
often performed by aspiring guitarists to showcase their virtuosic abilities.
Mertz’s Bardenklänge is a cycle of thirteen pieces which vary in form, texture,
and mood. The cycle first appeared in Vienna in 1847 and was published by Carl
Haslinger. These pieces are examples of the Romantic connection between literature and
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music in that they are believed to have been inspired by the work of Scottish poet James
Macpherson (1736-1796). Bardenklänge, which translates as “bardic sounds”, is thought
to have been modeled after Macpherson’s The Works of Ossian. When listening to Op.
13, it becomes obvious that Mertz was influenced by the music of the great Romantic
composers such as, Chopin, Mendelsohn, and Schumann. These composers were likely
introduced to Mertz by his wife, Josephine Plantin, a pianist. Bardenklänge illustrates
Mertz’s great skill in translating the piano’s musical textures to the guitar.
An Malvina (To Malvina) utilizes a light arpeggio accompaniment pattern that is
meant to imitate the sound of the harp and whose harmonies can be found throughout the
pieces in the collection. Abendlied (Evening Song) is reminiscent of Schubert’s lieder,
offering an elegant melody over a rich harmonic accompaniment. Tarantelle is a more
traditional form used by many Romantic composers. Traditionally, it is a dance
characterized by rapid rhythms and perpetual motion.
12 Danzas Españolas, Op. 37 by Enrique Granados was originally composed as a
set of works for the piano. The dances in this collection differ in character and contain
elements of folk music from various regions in Spain. The first guitarist to transcribe
some of the works by the great Spanish composers Granados and Albeniz was Francisco
Tárrega. This precedent continued into the twentieth century with transcriptions from the
great Andrés Segovia. The transcriptions for this performance are provided by two of
today’s principle classical guitarists Manuel Barrueco and David Russell. It is believed
that these modern transcriptions more closely resemble the original piano scores.
Dances no. 4 and 5 both exhibit an ABA form where a contrasting B section is
heard before the reprise of the first section. The B section of the Villanesca journeys to
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the relative minor and offers a beautiful but darker melody. In Andaluza, the B section
changes from the driving rhythm of the A section to a slower tempo with a chordal
chorale-like texture.
Benjamin Britten’s Nocturnal after John Dowland, Op. 70 was written for
guitarist Julian Bream in 1963. Originally, Britten wanted to compose a piece for the
lute, but Bream insisted the piece be for classical guitar, an instrument that had quickly
risen to prominence in the early twentieth century. Britten’s Nocturnal continued the
precedent set forth in the early twentieth century of having non-guitarists compose
serious works for the instrument. This composition endures as one of the most
monumental works in the guitar repertoire. In fact, it is believed that the Nocturnal
signifies a new era in the guitar’s development due to its technical and interpretive
challenges. 65
Nocturnal is especially unique because its theme and variations are inverted. The
theme, which is taken directly from John Dowland’s lute song Come, heavy sleep, is only
heard at the end of the piece following eight variations. Dissonance and tension is built
throughout the work only to be resolved at the end by Dowland’s melancholy song. The
variations are each meant to depict one of the various stages of sleep, which is used as a
metaphor for death. Throughout the work, Britten utilizes several interesting
compositional devices. The chief motive heard throughout the piece is based on the
interval of a descending fourth. The impression of dual tonality in which two different

65

Graham Wade, A Concise History of the Classic Guitar, (PACIFIC, MO: Mel Bay Publications,
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tonal centers are competing for prominence is also an essential concept throughout the
composition.
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